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Abstract. The discovery of two incomplete plans made in 1959 enables a map 
to be published showing the setting of the excavation at Skipper’s Ridge (N40/7) 
at Opito, its probable relationship to the Archaic beach midden N403, and other 
important field evidence. 


Two faint and incomplete plans showing the setting of the excavations at N40/7, 
Skipper’s Ridge (see Davidson, this volume) and adjacent features, have recently been 
discovered in the Anthropology Department, University of Auckland. From these, the 
map reproduced here as Fig. 1 has been reconstructed. 


The plans were found by Green in a drawer of old NZMS 1 maps. They have been 
drawn in pencil on the backs of two separate sheets, which have clearly been attached 
at some time to a drawing board. The more complete version, henceforth referred to 
as plan A, is on the back of an old copy of Sheet N49 (Ist edition); the other, plan B, 
is on the back of a copy of N44 (Ist edition), these maps being of adjacent areas on 
the Coromandel to N40. Both plans have been drawn according to the same system 
and it seems likely that plan B is an earlier discarded version. 


According to Parker’s diary of the excavations at Skipper’s Ridge, a base map of 
the site and its surroundings was made by L. M. Groube at the beginning of the 
excavation in May 1959, It seems very probable that the plans discussed here are those 
made by Groube, particularly since the extent of the excavations shown on plan A 
correlates well with the area of the site known to have been open at that time. 


In both versions, a base-line was laid out along the tidal beach flat and several 
lines were run inland from it at right angles, passing through the various areas to be 
mapped. These lines were 30 feet (9.14 m) apart; there are three on plan B and four 
on plan A. Thus even on plan A, only a strip 90 feet (27.43 m) wide is covered in 
detail. Along each line, distances inland towards the Otama Stream were measured to 
numbered points, whose elevations were apparently recorded elsewhere. Fortunately, 
sufficient contouring (at one-foot (0.3 m) intervals) has been sketched in on plan A to 
enable us to complete the contours within the strip with a high degree of confidence. We 
have assumed that the part of the Otama Stream shown, which is tidal, is close to the 
same elevation as the base-line, an assumption confirmed by one point marked on the 
stream bank as one foot. 


Certain features in addition to the contour points are shown on one or both plans. 
The “enclosure” below the excavation appears on both, as does the dry stream bed. 
The Otama Stream, the fenceline, the excavations on the ridge, and the drain running 
down from the excavation are shown on plan A. The edge of the dunes at the top of 
the beach is shown as a scarp on plan B. 
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Fig. 1. Locality map for the Skipper’s Ridge site (N40/7) at Opito. 
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We have used contemporary photographs and a sketch plan in Parker’s diary to 
add marginal details on Fig. 1. The periphery, particularly on the east side, has been 
completed with a lower degree of confidence than the centre. We have not been able 
to show a gate and second fenceline running south-west towards the stream and passing 
east of the “enclosure”. 


Although the Skipper’s Ridge site is not labelled on either plan it can be securely 
identified from the features shown on plan A. These include the “drain” running 
down-hill from the excavation, the original base-line with squares D7 and J7 (already 
excavated in January 1959) blocked in, and four more squares (D8, E6-8) in outline. 
These details are sufficient to enable the total area subsequently excavated to be shown 
on Fig. 1. 


The Archaic beach-front midden, N40/3, is not marked on either plan. However, 
its probable position is indicated by a beach-front scarp on plan B and steep contouring 
of the beach dune face on plan A. Moreover, it seems not unlikely that the plans were 
designed to include both the excavated sites in the vicinity, particularly since in May 
1959 excavations on the flat between the two sites were still considered a distinct 
possibility. This argument, together with evidence from photographs and memories 
of people familiar with the sites, particularly R. G. W. Jolly (pers. comm.) suggests 
that N40/3 was close to the beach face, either as shown on Fig. 1, or slightly to the north. 


One of the most interesting aspects of the plans is the information they contain 
on the “drain” running down the hill from the site, and the surface features referred 
to as “the enclosure” on the sandy flat at the base of the ridge, which have now been 
destroyed by roading and subdivision. Although more recent fieldworkers have not 
recorded these features, they assumed considerable importance in the approach to the 
excavations at Skipper’s Ridge, as the following extracts from Parker’s diaries indicate. 


The “drain” ran N-S for a distance of about 10 feet [3.05 m], then turned eastward 
and ran down over the edge of the ridge. From the top it seemed to run perfectly 
Straight to the foot of the ridge and to have a possible connection with a number of 
shallow elongated depressions on the flat which looked like the remains of modern 
field drains. Skipper questioned about this later said that as far as he knew no field 
drains had ever been dug on the flat and that in any case the soil was so sandy that it 
was hard to imagine any need for field drains. (January 1959), 


It seems curious that while the shallow layer 3 drain gave clear surface indications 
the deep layer 4 pits gave none. (7 April 1959), 


The “field drains” at the bottom of the slope seem to form a rectangular enclosure 
of low bank and ditch. The drain down the hill does not look as if it enters this system 
but seems to run parallel to and close beside the western side of the “enclosure”. It 
seems to be important to determine the exact relationship between these two systems. 
(6 April 1959). 


The status of the lower end of the drain in relation to the “enclosure” also seems 
to me to require clarification. One or two squares laid out across the two ditches in an 
E-W line would probably do this at least as far as deciding whether the two ditches 
are contemporary or not and giving some indication of soil conditions inside and outside 
the enclosure ... In the time available in May it would be impossible to follow the 
whole course of the drain but some investigation of the lower end would be helpful in 
assessing whether or not the occupation extends on to the flat and at what periods 

(11 April 1959), 
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Parker also noted the possible existence of another area of “drains” near an 
isolated rua which was excavated during May. The site of this rua has not been 
recorded, but it was probably outside the area of the present map. 


None of the “drains” was tested by excavation at any stage during the investigations 
at Opito, except for the upper part of the “layer 3 drain” on the ridge top. However, 
the Opito evidence, as shown on the plans and described in Parker’s diary, can be 
compared with excavated features at Sarah’s Gully Settlement (N40/9), and the much 
clearer field evidence from parts of Northland, notably at Tupou Bay (Nicholls 1965) 
and Moturua Island (Peters, in press). At Sarah’s Gully, a number of “drains” which 
did not show on the surface were uncovered by excavation at the rear of the consolidated 
marine terrace behind the Archaic beach midden (photographs in Anthropology 
Department, University of Auckland). That some of the features really functioned as 
drains is shown by the fact that they ran out of pits, in a manner more recently noted 
in other excavations (e.g. N38/37, Davidson 1970, pp. 39, 40). The function of the 
features at Tupou Bay and Moturua, however, is much less certain, the plausible 
alternative that they were field boundaries having been suggested in both instances 
(Nicholls 1965, p. 149; Peters, in press). 


As the Opito features, at least in this part of the bay, have now been destroyed, 
their interpretation can never be certain. It remains possible that the “enclosure”, at 
least, was a late, even protohistoric or European feature, unconnected with the ridge 
and not part of a prehistoric field system. It is also possible, however, that the enclosure 
and the possible drains near the isolated rua were the most distinct surviving features 
of an extensive field system comparable in nature and extent to the Tupou Bay and 
other Northland field systems. In this case, the intriguing possibility must be considered 
that the “drain” running down the ridge from the excavation was not, as the excavators 
expected on the basis of the Sarah’s Gully experience, a drain from a pit, but one of 
the major boundary markers of a field system of which the “enclosure” was a sub- 
division. This interpretation would explain why expert excavation of the upper part of 
the “drain” failed to demonstrate its association with any of the pits nearby. The 
stratigraphic position of the upper extremity of the “drain” could then be used to 
relate the system to the sequence of pits on the ridge. 


These interpretations must remain speculative, since they can no longer be tested 
in the field. The discovery of the maps, however, restores data thought to have been 
irretrievably lost, shows the setting of the ridge excavations described in a preceding 
paper by Davidson (1975) more clearly than would otherwise be possible, and provides 
at least some information on a potentially most important form of field evidence not 


otherwise recorded at Opito. 
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